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A Note on Foreign Terms & Transliteration 

All Chinese terms have been rendered in pinyin. Uyghur terms have been 
transliterated according to the Uyghur Latin Alphabet, with the sole exception of the 
character name Asida, in which d replaces e, so as not to confuse her name with a 
common English word. 

My goal in translating “Dolan Youths” is to produce a story that can be read and 
appreciated by readers of English just as the original has been and continues to be 
appreciated by readers of Uyghur, so I have made every effort to leave as few terms 
untranslated as possible. In some cases where it was impossible to provide an English 
equivalent (e.g., names of musical instruments and musical suites), I have left the original 
Uyghur term and provided a brief description in the glossary at the end. Foreign terms 
that appear only once or twice are italicized; those central to the story (i.e., muqam and 
meshrep) remain in plain type. 

Finally, except in cases when his full name—Zordun Sabir—is used, the author is 


referred to by his first rather than last name, as is Uyghur custom. 


vil 


1. Introduction 

In the October 1979 issue of Tarim, renowned Uyghur author Zordun Sabir 
published “Dolan Youths” (Dolan Yashiliri), the tale of Kenji, a young Dolan man who is 
the only one in his community to disdain the Dolan traditions of muqam and meshrep, 
song and dance. Kenji’s distaste for these traditions, and enduring love of the spirit of the 
just-ended Cultural Revolution, drives a wedge between him and his parents and keeps 
him from finding love. Only when Kenji sees the beauty of these traditions, abandons his 
old ways, and embraces the ways of his people, is all resolved. 

“Dolan Youths” saw both immediate acclaim and long-term resonance. In the 
short-term, the story was immediately translated into Chinese, included in anthologies, 
and recognized by literary awards at both the regional and national level. In the long-term, 
it was adapted as a film a full twenty-five years after its initial release, included in a 
landmark anthology thirty years after its release, and included in secondary school 
literature textbooks from at least the early 1990s up to the current day. 

Much credit for the story’s immediate and long-term impact is no doubt due to the 
story’s ability to work at three levels: the local, regional (or ethnic), and national. To the 
first, many of the customs described are specific to the Dolan community in which it is 
set and are thus slightly foreign even to Uyghur readers in other areas of Xinjiang. Even 
the Uyghur original contains a footnote to explain a term unfamiliar to readers. Another 
term, while not explained by a footnote, did not appear in any of five dictionaries 
consulted. Of the native Uyghur speakers I asked, only the one from a county 


neighboring the story’s setting was familiar with it. 


Zordun Sabir’s descriptions of the Dolan characters in the story have been 
accepted as very authentic even by Dolan people themselves. Mutellip Séyit, a local 
Dolan who both accompanied Zordun Sabir on the trip that inspired the story and later 
adapted it into a screenplay, reports that many Dolan youths have told him that certain of 
their friends are exactly like Kenji and Asida, and that more than one official present 
during the author’s visit to Dolan country has been convinced that he was the inspiration 
for the character of Metya. In 2000, two decades after the story first appeared, Mutellip 
was surprised to overhear two farmers discussing the author’s oeuvre on a long-distance 
bus not far from Mekit, where the story is set. Both agreed that the author had been a man 
who “understood the farmer’s heart.” 

On the regional, or Uyghur ethnic, level, “Dolan Youths” can be seen as a story of 
a young person abandoning the new, Chinese impositions into Uyghur life and returning 
to his more “traditional” roots. While the story is set within a tiny subgroup of the 
Uyghur ethnicity, its characters can serve as an allegory for all Uyghur people reacting to 
the encroachment of Chinese communism. While Kenji’s father Paltaxun reaches into the 
Uyghur cultural tradition by singing local folk songs and referencing the epic love tale of 
Qemershah and Shemshi Janan, a story that would likely be familiar to all Uyghurs, 
Kenji’s world is peppered with Chinese and communism. Unlike his parents’ world, 
Kenji’s is full of Chinese words transliterated, not translated, into Uyghur script: 
calligraphy brush (mobi), commune (gongshe), work team (dadui), and so on. The songs 
he occasionally sings are not Uyghur folk songs, but rather come from the Chinese or 
communist tradition, such as “The Internationale” and “Three Rules of Discipline and 


Eight Points for Attention.” In the end, Kenji finally discovers the power of muqam and 


: Séyit (2003) passim. 


meshrep, his people’s traditional forms of culture, and grows to regret the wasted decade 
of his life in which he embraced everything Chinese. 

In fact, the few dates that the author provides in the story, albeit tangentially, 
support this ethnic-based reading of a conflict between “old Uyghur” and “new Chinese,” 
in which old Uyghur wins out in the end. Given that the story takes place in 1978, 
Paltaxun and Asixan’s forty-five years of marriage places their joyous wedding day 
squarely in 1933, at the dawn of the first Eastern Turkestan Republic, a brief period of 
local Uyghur self-rule. Likewise, Metya’s thirty-three years of song and dance would 
have begun in 1945, right in the heart of the second Eastern Turkestan Republic, another 
brief period of self-rule. By contrast, twenty-seven-year-old Kenji would have been born 
in 1951, not only after Xinjiang had been fully absorbed by the People’s Republic of 
China, but even coinciding with the death of Osman Batur and the end of major 
resistance to Communist rule. These dates would certainly have resonated with 
contemporary Uyghur readers, adding even more weight to the values and traditions of 
these older characters, rooted as they are in the high points of Uyghur self-rule, and even 
greater glory when they ultimately reigned triumphant over those values rooted well 
within the PRC. 

As discussed below, some literature argues that the Dolan are often perceived not 
simply as a Uyghur subgroup, but actually as a group of people more in touch with 
Uyghur roots and thus closer to the “pure Uyghur type” than other Uyghurs. From this 
perspective, by setting the story’s rejection of Cultural Revolution values in favor of the 


“old things” of song and dance among the Dolans, the author appears to be calling on all 


Uyghurs to do the same: to abandon the Chinese impositions and return to their own 
traditional identity. 

On the national level, the story clearly portrayed the ridiculous excesses of the 
Cultural Revolution and the overthrow of its values on a personal level and was published 
not long after the overthrow of the Gang of Four and the beginning of Deng Xiaoping’s 
“Reform and Opening.” This message and timing must certainly have played a factor in 
the speed at which the story was translated and the quick frequency with which it was 
republished in compilations. For instance, introductory essays to collections such as 
Xinjiang Ethnic Minority Short Story Collection (Xinjiang shaoshu minzu duanpian 
xiaoshuoji) in 1982 specifically praise the anti-Gang of Four message of the story, while 
saying little else about it. Likely this also must have played a role in its selection for a 
national award, as it provided a sample of minority literature echoing the main political 
message of the moment: a rejection of the Cultural Revolution and its values. 

At the same time, “Dolan Youths” is also a relatable story of a young man 
struggling between competing value systems while navigating the stormy seas of love 
and community. Despite the story's roots in a specific moment of history and a specific 
location in the world, Kenji’s struggle is not fundamentally unlike struggles undertaken 
by any number of young people across the world and throughout history. And so, this 


story continues to resonate decades later. 


2. The Author: Zordun Sabir 

Biography 

Zordun Sabir was born in April 1937, the second of six children born into a poor 
farming family in Yengitam Village along the Ili River outside Ghulja.” Zordun’s father, 
Sabir, was a sixth-generation Taranchi, his ancestors having been sent north to Ghulja 
from southern Xinjiang to farm. His paternal grandfather had served with Yaqub Beg, 
while his maternal grandfather had moved from Peyziwat (approximately one hundred 
miles from Mekit in southern Xinjiang) in 1910 to become a herder in the Ghulja region. 
Thus, while he was raised in the northwest, the author also had strong genealogical ties to 
the south. 

Zordun Sabir suffered a difficult childhood. His mother passed away at the age of 
thirty-one, only three months after giving birth to her youngest child. Zordun was only 
five when his mother died; only three of his five siblings would survive childhood. 
Though poor, Sabir highly valued education, so he sent Zordun first to a mullah at the age 
of six and then to an elementary school in a larger town nearby. 

In 1952, at the age of fifteen, Zordun began attending the Number 3 Middle 
School in the city of Ghulja. While a student there, he wrote a poem and read it during a 
parade in 1956. This poem met an enthusiastic response and was subsequently published 
in the local newspaper J//i Geziti as his first published work. 

After he graduated high school, Zordun Sabir attended Northwest Nationalities 
College (xibei minzu xueyuan, now Northwest University for Nationalities) in Lanzhou, 
Gansu, beginning in 1957. During his studies there, he studied classical Uyghur, Chinese, 


and foreign literature and was trained to become a teacher. Later, Zordun Sabir reported 


* Unless noted, biographical information drawn from Sultan, “Zuerdong Sabier,” and Tarimweb, passim. 
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that he read upwards of three hundred novels and countless essays during this period, 
including works in both Uyghur and Chinese, which built a foundation for his later 
artistic creation.° 

In 1960, Zordun was even sent to Central Institute of Nationalities (zhongyang 
minzu xueyuan, now Minzu University of China) in Beijing to study ancient Uyghur, but 
the effects of the Anti-Rightist Movement led him to return to Lanzhou much earlier than 
planned, in October of the same year. 

In 1961, Zordun began publishing in earnest in local literary journals: not only his 
own poetry and essays, but also many translations of poetry by Chairman Mao Zedong 
into Uyghur. In 1962, he was sent to the Gansu-Qinghai border region for labor re- 
education. He worked there for over a year with local Tibetans and even learned to speak 
a little Tibetan. 

Following his labor re-education stint, Zordun returned to Lanzhou, and then to 
Ghulja in 1964, where he taught language and literature in the Number 2 Middle School 
until schools were closed during the Cultural Revolution (1966-1976). 

Zordun Sabir married in 1967 and worked as a farmer in the Ghulja area through 
much of the Cultural Revolution. In 1972, after some of the worst violence and most 
stringent restrictions of the period had passed, Zordun published his first prose piece. 
Following positive reviews, he continued to publish more prose and poetry, especially in 
the second half of the 1970s, some of which was quickly translated into Chinese. 

“Dolan Youths” (Dolan yashliri) was published in 1979. It was recognized with a 
regional literary prize in 1979 and then a national prize for minority literature in 1981. In 


1979, Zordun also became an editor at Xinjiang People’s Press (Xinjiang renmin 


* Qadir 99. 


chubanshe). In 1980, he published his first novel, Awral Shamalliri, followed by his 
second, /zdinish, in 1983, each to popular acclaim. The latter was also recognized with a 
national minority literary prize in 1983. 

Throughout the 1980s, the author spent significant amounts of time among 
farmers in the countryside, not only in the northwest area of Ghulja, but also in Turpan to 
the east and Mekit to the south.’ In 1987-88, Zordun Sabir traveled internationally, 
visiting West Germany for two months, followed by a visit to Turkey and a completion of 
the hajj pilgrimage to Saudi Arabia. 

In the 1990s, Zordun Sabir was deeply involved in several writers’ associations, 
through which he worked on his own compositions and also helped develop talented 
young writers. He passed away on August 13, 1998, just weeks after he completed his 
masterwork, the three-volume historical epic Motherland (Ana yurt). 

In total, Zordun Sabir produced twenty-one books, including four novels, fifteen 
novellas (powest), more than sixty short stories, twenty poems, five dramas and 
screenplays, and various essays.’ In a 1992 reader poll conducted by Tengritagh literary 
journal, readers selected Zordun Sabir as one of their top three favorite authors.° Many of 
his works have been translated into Chinese, and several have also been translated into 


Turkish, German, and Arabic. 


* Tbid. 99. 
> Tarimweb. 
° Sultan 556, “Zuerdong Sabier” 899. 


Literary Style 

Today, Zordun Sabir is largely remembered as one of the first Uyghur writers to 
focus on prose and is celebrated for his realistic portrayals of countryside life. His stories 
are acclaimed for featuring everyday characters facing real-life difficulties.’ 

Many literary critics, both Chinese and Uyghur, focus much of their commentary 


66. 


on Zordun Sabir’s “realism,” noting that his literary output focuses primarily on life in 
the countryside and combines his own farming experience with influence from his 
voracious reading.* Ekber Qadir points out that the author read a great deal of work by 
Russian authors, especially Leo Tolstoy and Maxim Gorky, and that he absorbed their 
realist style into his own writing.’ 

Driven by these realist influences, the author described rural life in great detail: a 
topic with which he was intimately familiar, not only from his own experience growing 
up in a poor farming household and spending his late twenties and early thirties farming 
during the Cultural Revolution, but also from his numerous research visits to other rural 
areas throughout Ghulja, Turpan, and Mekit. Mutellip Séyit and Ekber Qadir both report 
that the author took copious notes during each of his rural visits and never overlooked 
even the most minor details of daily life. '° 

While Zordun Sabir’s major creation, Motherland, was a historical novel set in 
the 1930s and 40s—the turbulent period leading up to and encompassing the second 


Eastern Turkestan Republic—many of his other works were set in the present. His stories 


employed protagonists who were normal people—not the idealized heroes of earlier 


7 Sultan 562. 

* Lei 183. 

” Qadir 95. 

"Qadir 95, Séyit (2003). 


Cultural Revolution-era literature''—and focused on these characters’ inner struggles to 
represent the complexity of the changing times. Often, these inner struggles stemmed 
from a conflict between societal standards and personal philosophy, or a disconnect 
between moral thoughts and the immoral actions to which they led.'* In “Dolan Youths,” 
for instance, Kenji is pulled between the dogma of the Cultural Revolution and his 
people’s traditional music and culture. In “Oh, Dirt Road” (EA, topilig vol), written in 
1984 as the country slowly began to embrace more materialism, the protagonist 
Giileyshem’s internal conflict stems from the incompatibility of greed and loyalty in her 
life. 

Dai Xinhua sketches out three general periods of the author’s creative output. The 
first, from 1972 through the end of 1976, Dai describes as a period of maturation during 
which the author, constrained by the ideological requirements imposed by Cultural 
Revolution-era policies, emphasized the purity and goodness of farmers while praising 
socialism and the Communist Party. In the second period, from 1977 to the early 1980s, 
the author’s focus turned to revealing the misery caused on the people by the Gang of 
Four during the Cultural Revolution and to emancipating the people from the misguided 
ideas of that decade. The novels and short stories of this second period, including “Dolan 
Youths,” reflected changes in the people’s spirit during this time of rapid change. Many 
of the works of this period were also translated into Chinese. Finally, Dai describes the 


final period of 1984 to 1998 as focused on the people’s contemporary transition into a 


" Sultan 564. 
"° Publisher’s Note to Sabir (1982), a collection of the author’s work in Chinese translation. 
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state of material culture and the psychological influence of such a change, including its 
impact on traditional morals and its result in complicating people’s character.’ 

In all three periods, the author wrote largely from real-life materials based on 
incidents that he personally witnessed. Through his detailed description of rural Uyghur 
life, he created a collection of works that, as critic Chen Xiaoying said of “Dolan Youths,” 


“only a Uyghur could write.”'* 


3. Setting of “Dolan Youths” 

Temporal: Immediate Aftermath of the Cultural Revolution 

“Dolan Youths” was written and published right at the beginning of a new era in 
Chinese history. From May 1966 until Chairman Mao’s death in 1976, the entire country 
was embroiled in the Great Proletarian Cultural Revolution. In Xinjiang, as in other 
minority regions, a major goal of the Cultural Revolution was to make the local Uyghurs 
and other ethnic minorities assimilate quickly into Han Chinese society. This goal 
manifested in a number of cultural policies targeted at non-Han groups, including 
prohibitions of traditional music and dance and labeling instruments as “‘feudal.”!” 

After Chairman Mao died in September 1976, the Gang of Four deemed 
responsible for the worst excesses of the previous decade were quickly removed from 
power and arrested, and by 1977 official sources were already beginning to criticize the 


Cultural Revolution.'° The Third Plenary Session of the 11th Communist Party of China 


Dai 2-3. 

' Qadir 100-101. 

'S Millward 274-275. For a full discussion of the Cultural Revolution in Xinjiang, see Millward, Chapter 6. 
'® Millward 276. 
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Central Committee in December 1978 completed the consolidation of Deng Xiaoping’s 
power and began the process of “Reform and Opening Up.” 

The more open atmosphere of the Deng era gave Uyghur authors the freedom to 
begin to write more essays, novels, and stories and to approach topics that they would not 
have dared to before.'’ This was true throughout China, in fact. A study of Cultural 
Revolution literature indicates that there were only 126 novels written throughout China 
during the decade of the Cultural Revolution, of which 125 were in Chinese and one in 
Uyghur. In the decade that followed (1977-1986), the author identified approximately 
one thousand: eight times as many in the same length of time.'* In Uyghur, the increase 
was even more pronounced: after only one novel was published in the Cultural 
Revolution decade, fifteen were published from 1978 to 1987.'? While “Dolan Youths” is 
a short story, not a novel, the same atmosphere that led to an explosion of novel 
publishing surely empowered the author to publish this story, which he followed not long 


after with his first novel in 1980. 


Geographical: Mekit among the Dolans 

“Dolan Youths,” as the title implies, is set amongst the Dolan people, a group 
living in southwestern Xinjiang, primarily in Mekit, Maralbeshi, and Awat counties to the 
immediate northeast of Kashgar. According to ethnomusicologist Sabine Trebinjac, “The 
‘Dolan’ are an ethnic subgroup of Uygurs.[...] They have a strongly developed ethnic 


consciousness, and they always speak in terms of the Uygurs and us. They have their own 


i Bovingdon 30. 

"8 Yang 4-5, 7. For the purposes of his study, the author defines a novel (changpian xiaoshuo) as a fiction 
work over 200 pages; anything shorter he considers a novella (zhongpian xiaoshuo) or short story 
(duanpian xiaoshuo). 

Kasgarli 582. 
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dialect, kinship terminology, myths, music, and musical instruments.”*? Anthropologist 
Ingvar Svanberg adds, from earlier sources, that “the Dolans were semi-nomadic, and 


»?! For these reasons, the 


their physiognomy was distinct from the neighbouring Uighurs. 
Dolans are largely seen as a semi-separate subgroup within the Uyghur ethnicity. 

In addition to often being seen as distinct from other Uyghurs, the Dolans are 
often described as “pure” Uyghurs or curators of “pure” Uyghur culture. The explorer 
Sven Hedin remarked that the people who identify themselves as Dolan “approach more 


»?? while the Dolan writer Mutellip Séyit writes that, “in 


nearly to the pure Uighur type, 
[Dolan] regions, their ancient instruments, melodies, and folk songs have been 
completely maintained in their original state, and have not encountered and been 
crossbred by external influences. Among the customs, clothing, foods, and songs and 
dances of the Dolans, traces of the unchanged customs, lifestyle, language, and foods, 
clothing, and song and dance of ancient Uyghurs can be seen.” 

In recent years, the Dolans have become well-known across China, and to some 
extent around the world, as performers and purveyors of the Dolan Muqam, a set of 
regional musical suites. The Uyghur Muqam—an umbrella term including the Dolan 
Mugqam as well as several other regional muqam traditions—was recognized by 


UNESCO (United Nations Educational, Scientific, and Cultural Organization) as an 


Intangible Cultural Heritage of Humanity in 2005. 


» Trebinjac 990. 

*! Svanberg 270. 

* Hedin 440. 

= Seyit 1995 11-12. This and other quotes from Chinese and Uyghur sources are in my own translation. 
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Internationally, at least two albums of Dolan Muqam have been released in recent 
years, and groups of musicians have occasionally embarked on international tours.” 
Within China, several popular musicians either incorporate some aspect of Dolan music 
into their repertoire or otherwise benefit from the association. These include Dao Lang, a 
Han singer from Sichuan who adopted the Chinese transliteration of “Dolan” as his stage 
name when he moved to Xinjiang and started producing “Uyghur-style” pop music in the 
late 1990s; Erkin Abdulla, a Uyghur singer who grew up near Mekit, and whose first 
album included a Dolan reference in its Chinese title;’> and Abdulla Abdurehim, a self- 
identified Dolan who performed “Dolan Meshrep” at both an official Olympic Games 
pre-concert in 2008 and the annual Chinese New Year Gala in 2011.”° In the “13th 
National Young Singers TV Competition” in 2008, a group of eleven young Dolan 
musicians even won second prize in this popular national competition, despite singing in 
a language foreign to most viewers and having to cut their song short due to imposed 
time limits.*” All of this recent publicity and the way in which the musicians and songs 
have been portrayed has led the term “Dolan” to become “both ancient and fashionable” 


‘i ‘i 28 
in mainland China. 


Cultural: Muqam and Meshrep 
The backbone of the story “Dolan Youths” is the Dolan muqam and meshrep 


tradition. Both muqam and meshrep are important traditions for Uyghur culture at large, 


** Harris 117, Guo 52-53. CDs include The Uyghur Muqam (Wind Music) and Chinese Turkestan: The 
Mugqam of the Dolan (Inedit), 

°° Zouchu shamo de daolang (The Dolan Out of the Desert), released in 2002. The English and Uyghur 
titles on the cover contain no mention of the term. 

°° Wong 105-107. 

*” Guo 60-64. 

*8 Mao (2005) 7-8. 
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but as there are important differences in the Dolan varieties, it will be worth discussing 
these at both the local and ethnic levels. 

As Rachel Harris explains, “the Uyghur muqam repertoires consist of large-scale 
suites consisting of sung poetry, stories, dance tunes and instrumental sections.” The 
most well-known set of muqams are the Twelve Muqam—a set of twelve musical suites 
of roughly two hours apiece—while other recognized regional variants include the 
Turpan Mugam, Qumul Mugam, and Dolan Mugam.”” 

While the term “muqam” will no doubt look fairly familiar to those well-versed in 
any part of the world from the Pamirs to the Mediterranean, and there are in fact many 
aspects that tie Uyghur Muqam to similarly-named traditions further to the west, Chuen- 
Fong Wong warns that the differences should not be taken lightly: “Unlike [Arab] 
maqam and [Turkish] makam, Uyghur muqam refers less to the concept of melodic mode 
than to the generic idea of classical art music that is identified by its tripartite formal 
design and standardized set of vocal, instrumental, and danced suites. Uyghur muqam, for 
this reason, is generally considered a close relative of the Bukharan Emirs’ court tradition 
of shashmaqam in Uzbekistan and Tajikistan.”°° 

This distinction separating the Uyghur Muqam from musical traditions of Central 
Asia to the west, while it also remains clearly distinct from any musical traditions of 
China to the east, is especially significant because muqam (the Twelve Muqam especially) 
serves today not only as a set of musical suites but also as a symbol of Uyghur ethnic 
identity. As Nathan Light explains, “[The Twelve Mugqam] have become recognized as 


the core and canon of Uyghur cultural heritage, a tradition shared by all Uyghurs that 


°° Harris 17. For more on the Uyghur Mugqam, see especially Harris 2008, Light 2008, and Wong 2006. 
*° Wong (2006) 82-3. 
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links them with a coherent past, and a container of representations of Uyghur customs 
and literary, musical and dance genius.” They provide “a source of ethnic consciousness 
and pride in the present.””' 

As is clear throughout Zordun Sabir’s “Dolan Youths,” the Dolan Mugam provide 
a symbol and center of group identity for the Dolan people just as the Twelve Muqam do 


7 


for the Uyghurs as a whole. Though they share this unifying role, and the name “muqam,’ 
as Sabine Trebinjac observes, “the two repertoires have nothing in common.”*” 
Compared to the twelve two-hour Twelve Muqam suites, there are nine generally 
recognized Dolan Muqam, each of which lasts only five to seven minutes. In fact, even 
the common usage of the term “muqam” may likely be a fairly recent development. 
Muhemmet Osman, in his book on Dolan muqam and meshrep, acknowledges that Dolan 
people, especially elders, “don’t say ‘sing muqam’ but say ‘shout bayawan.’ This 
explains that it has not been long since this term ‘muqam’ was pushed into the place of 
‘bayawan.”””° 

In addition to being significantly shorter than the Twelve Muqam, the Dolan 
Mugam are also polyphonic, as each musician in a troupe has a certain amount of 
freedom to play the main melody in his own way, leading to a greater thickness of sound, 


as the instruments also provide a counterpoint to the sung melodies.” It is perhaps for 


this reason that “there is a widespread perception amongst Uyghurs, especially younger 


3! Light (1998) 51. 

» Trebinjac 990. 

33 Osman 223. 

* Bois 19, Harris 100. 
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people, that the Dolan Mugam represent authentic and traditional Uyghur culture.”*° 


1736 9937 


Sources even refer to the Dolan Muqam as “prototypical” and “extremely ancient. 

While the Twelve Muqam is often performed by several dozen seated musicians, 
the Dolan Mugqam is typically played by a kneeling group of up to a dozen musicians. 
The instruments used are also distinct. In Dolan Muqam, musicians play the Dolan ghijek 
spike fiddle, the Dolan rawap plucked lute, the galun zither, and the dap frame drum.**® 
Typically several musicians will play each of the four types of instruments, with the 
majority playing the dap. One of the dap players will also serve as lead singer, though 
most or all of the musicians will sing. 

In form, each Dolan Muqam is divided into five sections. The first, called 
mugeddime, muqam beshi, or simply mugam, is an unmetered section sung by the lead 
singer alone. All the instruments and singers join in for the second section, chékitme, 
which proceeds in 6/4 time. This is followed by senem in 4/4, selige (or seneges) also in 
4/4, and finally sérilma in 4/4 or 5/8.°? The transition from one section to the next is led 
by the dap frame drums, and each section is danced in a different manner. 

Scholarship on the Dolan Muqam indicates that the dance that accompanies the 
muqam is essentially a representation of the Dolan hunting tradition.*° The opening 


mugqeddime is an unmeasured “call to the hunt” that invites the crowd to get ready to 


dance. As the dap drumming begins, so does the chékitme, in which men and women pair 


> Harris 118. 

°° Mackerras 44. 

57 Wong (2013) 115.11. 

38 Harris 26-27, 100. Harris notes that the Dolan versions of the rawap and ghijek are both similar to and 
distinct from their namesakes elsewhere in the Uyghur musical tradition. 

* Meter according to Harris 19. Eziz 9-10 and Trebinjac 991 give the same section breakdown, but slightly 
different meter. 

” For example, Mackerras 44, Trebinjac 992-3, Eziz 9-10, Raxman 192-3, Mao (2005) passim. 


16 


up and dance together, swinging their arms as they trace an oval, representing the search 
for animal tracks. In the senem, the paired dancers trace a square with their feet as their 
arms are held aloft, as though the men are readying their weapons and the women holding 
torches for light. In the fourth, se/ige, all dancers circle around the dance floor, one after 
the other, as though surrounding the beast on all sides. Finally, each muqam ends with the 
sérilma, in which each dancer individually spins as fast and as long as possible before 
leaving the dance area: a celebration to commemorate the successful hunt.*! While each 
muqam typically lasts about six minutes, the lead singer can adapt to accommodate the 
dancers, stretching the mugam even to twenty minutes or longer.” 

Typically, Dolan muqams are performed and danced during meshreps, of which 
there are many varieties. According to Sabine Trebinjac, who estimates that a full 90 


percent of Dolans in the Mekit region participate in meshreps: 


At least once a week, the Dolan participate in a mdshrdp ‘a place for rejoicing’, 
‘assembly’, ‘party’. A mdshrdp is organized for a religious holiday, a marriage, a visit 
from distant relatives, or the construction of a new house, or as reparation by a member 
of the village community. It is a party on a large scale, at which more than two hundred 
people may assemble outside or, during the winter, within the enclosure of a house. 
People who live in nearby oases come to join the mdshrdp, and the festivities last for 
hours—until, it seems, the participants are exhausted.** 


Eziz describes many of the same varieties of meshreps and adds another particular 
to the Dolan community: the “lonely-hearts meshrep,” or “sufferers’ meshrep” 
(derdmenler meshripi), organized specifically for unmarried and divorced members of 
the community to give them an opportunity to meet one another.” 

Regardless of the type of meshrep, muqam and dancing are always a central 


activity. Between muqams, there are other forms of entertainment undertaken, including 


“| Drawn primarily from Trebinjac 991 and Raxman 193. 


® Trebinjac 991-992. 
“ Briz 15. 
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skits and games, which allow both musicians and dancers to rest between muqams. These 
games even allow participants to propose marriage, declare friendship, resolve disputes, 
or woo potential mates.*” An example of the final type is the “sash game” (pota oyuni), in 
which one boy and one girl will grab opposite ends of a waistcloth or cummerbund (pota) 
and sing a duet of two line stanzas (beyit) back and forth as a way to get to know one 
another.*° 

In general, the meshreps serve as the glue that binds the community together, as 
they bring together people who are otherwise separated in different farms and villages, 
offering them a brief respite from work and a festive atmosphere in which to carry out 
various social obligations. The music and dance of the muqams form the core of these 


meshreps. 


4. About “Dolan Youths” 

Research and Background 

Zordun Sabir’s “Dolan Youths” is clearly set within the particular traditions of the 
Dolan people and has been recognized even by locals for its detailed accuracy, down to 
the peculiarities of the local dialect. While the author’s deep understanding of poor 
farmers and their plight can be traced to his own similar background, and his realistic 
writing style can be traced back to his Russian influences, his knowledge of Dolan life 
and customs was gained through one of his personal visits to the Mekit area in summer 
1979, one of many such visits that he carried out over the years, not only in Mekit but in 


the Ghulja and Turpan regions as well. 


*® Trebinjac 993. 
4° Raxman 131. 


18 


According to Mutellip Séyit, who accompanied Zordun Sabir on this first visit, 
the author would go on to make three trips to the Mekit area and set nearly thirty short 
stories and novellas there. On that first visit in summer 1979, the author spent a total of 
one month in the Mekit area, during which time he visited four separate villages to learn 
how the local people spoke and acted. While Mutellip does not indicate why he believes 
Zordun chose Mekit specifically, he tells the story of an author deeply committed to 
detail, who asked questions about everything he saw and constantly recorded 
observations in his ever-present notebook.” 

After several days in the country seat, Zordun was invited to Yantaq village, 
where he was first treated to a small home meshrep, during which he wrote down all 
lyrics sung, and then to a major village meshrep, where he continued to take down details, 
including the name of each musician performing. After the meshrep concluded, Mutellip 
reports that the musicians joined the author again in his hotel to continue talking. In 
hindsight, he believes that the seed of “Dolan Youths” was planted that night. Zordun 
remained in Yantaq for another week. Just a day after he unexpectedly witnessed a boy 
chasing a girl out of an orchard with a rawap in his hand, the author had already 
completed half of “Dolan Boy” (Dolan oghli). After several more weeks in the Mekit 


area, and a title change, “Dolan Youths” was published in Tarim in October 1979. 


Themes and Synopsis 
Dolan Youths is the story of protagonist Kenji and his journey to accept his “true 


identity” and, by doing so, get the girl he loves, make his parents happy, and find a joy he 


“’ This paragraph and the ones that follow: Séyit (2003) passim. 
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did not previously know possible. There are two primary interpersonal conflicts at the 
heart of Dolan Youths, both reflecting separate aspects of Kenji’s character. 

The primary conflict is that between Kenji and his parents; to a somewhat lesser 
extent between Kenji and Metya, Asida, and the entire Dolan community; and, at a 
deeper level, between Kenji and his own true identity. This conflict stems from the fact 
that Kenji—and Kenji alone in the entire Dolan community—dislikes the Dolan muqam 
song and dance. Whereas his parents, Metya, Asida, and others see meshrep and muqam 
as both exceptionally enjoyable and a fundamental part of who they are, Kenji sees these 
traditions as reflections of an old, outdated culture that has no place in modern society. 
Yet, as Kenji’s mother explains, this is not truly Kenji’s shortcoming, but the result of his 
having been brainwashed as an impressionable young man during the Cultural 
Revolution, when the red band of the Red Guards was placed upon his arm. 

Ultimately, this conflict is resolved by love and the innate power and beauty of 
the music and dance itself. For the love of Asida, who will not have anything to do with 
Kenji if he does not dance, Kenji deigns to take lessons from Metya, whom he despises. 
At first, Kenji abhors himself for doing this dance that he finds so dirty, but when he later 
dances with the girl he loves, the dance lifts him to transcendence and leads him to regret 
the entire past decade of his life, which he had wasted while “opposed to beauty.” 
Essentially, Kenji understands that he had been wrong in his beliefs and comes to resolve 
this conflict from within himself. 

The secondary conflict lies between Kenji and his chief rival for Asida’s affection, 
his friend Méminjan. Contrary to the primary conflict, in which the struggle is largely 


within, here Kenji is unequivocally the protagonist and Méminjan the antagonist. 
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M6éminjan, who leaves his wife only to try to move on to a younger, prettier girl, is 
shown to be self-absorbed and unsympathetic. Yet, as Méminjan is not opposed to 
dancing, he has more opportunities to become closer to Asida at first. 

This conflict comes to a head just before the final meshrep. Kenji and Méminjan 
are part of the same work team tasked with completing a canal far from town. Realizing 
that they cannot complete their task and still walk back to the village in time to attend the 
meshrep, Méminjan leads a group that abandons their task in favor of the meshrep. Kenji 
faces an internal conflict between duty and desire—heightened by the knowledge that he 
will be ceding the opportunity to dance with Asida to Méminjan—but he chooses duty 
regardless. He is saved at the end by Metya—who has overcome his own shortcomings of 
laziness and aversion to labor to now both work and support others who do so—as he 
drives out to the canal to deliver Kenji and the others to the meshrep in time. Like Metya, 
who maintains his passion for mugqam and meshrep while also learning to work, Kenji 
maintains his good qualities of hard-work and diligence, while also adding the love of 


meshrep that is so vital to his Dolan identity and his own happiness. 


Reception 

As discussed above, “Dolan Youths” was very well-received by common people 
in the Dolan area, Uyghur readers throughout Xinjiang, and even the decision-makers of 
regional and national literary prizes. In addition to the Chinese translation and film 


adaptation discussed below, the original text of the story has been and continues to be 
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included in secondary school Uyghur literature curricula, ensuring that it continues to 


5 . 7 48 
resonate with successive generations. 


Chinese Translation 

After “Dolan Youths” was published in the October 1979 issue of Tarim, it very 
quickly reappeared in Chinese translation in the first 1980 issue of Bianzhai. While this 
turnaround time seems impressively fast, translating minority literature into Chinese was 
a project emphasized ever since 1949, and one which picked up even more steam after 
the end of the Cultural Revolution.” In fact, even though Zordun Sabir was still fairly 
early in his career at the time, a short story of his was translated and published in Chinese 
as early as 1976. By mid-1980, nine of his twenty-odd published short stories had been 
translated and published in Chinese.”° 

That “Dolan Youths” was selected to be translated into Chinese turned out to be 
quite fortuitous, as it brought the story to the attention of even more readers and led to its 
being considered for and ultimately winning a national literary prize.*! 

Over the years, this translation has been included in several collections, including 
Xinjiang Minority Ethnicity Short Story Collection (Xinjiang shaoshu minzu duanpian 
xiaoshuoji) in 1982, Selected Zordun Sabir Short Stories (Zuerdong sabier xiaoshuoxuan) 


in 1990, and the enormous nine-volume Xinjiang Literary Anthology (Xinjiang wenxue 


“8 Discussions with two friends who attended secondary school in Xinjiang in the early 1990s and early 
2000s, respectively, revealed that the story was part of the curriculum then. The literature textbook that was 
published in 2008 still includes “Dolan Youths” and, I’m told, is still in use today. 
49 

Abula 78-9. 


>! Abula 82. 
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zuopin daxi) that was published in 2009 to commemorate six decades of the People’s 


Republic of China. 


Film Adaptation 

In addition to its translation into Chinese, “Dolan Youths” was also adapted into a 
three-episode video miniseries. According to Mutellip Séyit, Zordun Sabir felt that it was 
very important that his works be adapted into films, so that the stories could reach more 
people. In fact, it is reported that he personally adapted screenplays from at least two of 
his own stories.” For “Dolan Youths,” however, the author entrusted Mutellip Séyit with 
the task. This was Mutellip’s first literary creation, though it would spur him to write 
several more screenplays and books over the years, all apparently concerned with Dolan 
music and culture.’ According to Mutellip, he collaborated closely with Zordun Sabir as 
he prepared the screenplay, and the author provided him notes and suggestions along the 
way. This screenplay was completed in 1984, but the three-part miniseries was not 
produced until 2004.** 

Without a copy of the original screenplay, it is impossible to tell how much was 
changed between the original screenplay approved by the author and the film produced 
several years after his death. While the film shares the same main characters and general 
story arc with the short story, there are several fundamental differences that completely 
change the tone and the message of the story. Most significantly, the story has been 


moved into the present, so the entire backstory of the Cultural Revolution has been 


“ “Zuerdong Sabier” 895. 

All description of the screenplay from Séyit 2003 passim. 

“Tt is possible that there was a version filmed earlier than the 2004 version, but I have found no such 
evidence. 
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abandoned. Without this backstory, it is unclear why Kenji is opposed to the Dolan 
Mugqam and antagonistic toward Metya. His distaste quickly abates and he sets into 
learning the muqam without much hesitation or internal struggle. Kenji and Asida also 
express their feelings for one another before he first dances at the meshrep, so the climax 
of the story is replaced by a more contrived “passing of the muqam torch” finale as 
Paltaxun makes a grand gesture of passing on his galun to his son at the meshrep, 
declaring that the muqam will never die. With the other conflicts mostly washed away, 
they are replaced by a conflict in which an ever-drunk and impressively well-to-do 
Moéminjan tries to purchase Asida’s betrothal through gifts delivered by an unscrupulous 
and greedy pair of matchmakers. Though the film falls flat in its central conflicts— 
precisely where the story excels—there remains an interesting connection between the 
two. Despite the quarter century that passed between story and film, some of the same 
musicians who performed for the author during his 1979 visit—lead singer Htiseyin 


Yehya at the least—also perform in the meshrep at the film’s climax.”° 


Conclusion 

Even fifteen years after his death, Zordun Sabir remains one of the giants of 
Uyghur literature: a man who embraced the new freedoms allowed after the conclusion of 
the Cultural Revolution to produce a number of works that spoke then, and continue to 
speak now, to countless Uyghur readers and, through translation, to readers throughout 


China as well. With his works preserved not only in their original form, but also in 


°° Based on observation of the film [Séyit (2004)] and Séyit (2003). Despite the impressive time lapse, this 
probably should not be surprising, as Htiseyin and his twin brother are among the best known of all Dolan 
musicians, and feature on most released recordings and international tours. 
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translations, film adaptations, and even school textbooks, there is little doubt that they 
will continue to resonate. 

‘Dolan Youths,” one of the most celebrated of the author’s works, demonstrates 
his skill in creating believable characters who live in a true-to-life environment and in 
reflecting the new conflicts of a rapidly-changing era through the inner struggles of 
relatable and complex human characters. Set among the Dolans, a people considered in 
some conflicting sense to be both “not exactly Uyghur” and “primordial Uyghur,” the 
story would likely have been seen by most contemporary Uyghur readers as something 
both slightly foreign and intimately familiar. I hope that the same remains true for readers 


in English. 
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6. Dolan Youths: English Translation 
Uyghur original by Zordun Sabir 


English translation by Colin Legerton 


1 
Hey sister, alright sister, 
I’m not going to your town. 
Rushing headlong when I go, 
I never get worn down. 

Paltaxun always sang this folk song after every meal, and Asixan, with her black 
eyes and long white hair, always put aside whatever she was doing and listened intently. 
She did this whenever he sang the mugams—Sim Bayawan, Bom Bayawan, Xudek 
Bayawan, any of the mugams.' Sometimes she even hummed along. And when he started 
into Jula Mugam, her heart always jumped with joy. Whenever she heard it, she could not 
help but think back to that day that made her so happy when she was a girl. 

Two young men set the beautiful young girl of sixteen, her hair neatly combed 
into sixteen braids, on top of the horse. They grabbed the horse’s bridle and pulled it 
forward by the corners of its mouth. From within her veil, she could hear the young men 
in the horse cart behind her. As they played their instruments—gqalun, ghijek, Dolan 
rawap, dap—they were singing Jula Muqam. It was as though all the Dolans had come 
out that day, gathering together as one to sing Jula Muqam and deliver her to her new 


home. Leading her into the courtyard to see her off, the young men lowered her down 


' For all foreign terms, please consult the glossary on page 61. 


26 


from the horse and flung her onto a felt mat. Four strong young men jerked the mat up 
and down by its corners, and she became intertwined with Paltaxun for the very first time. 

Six months after the wedding, their parents led her to where everyone had 
gathered for the next celebration. They took wheat, corn, and cotton and waved it over 
her hair to bring her good fortune. They placed the couple in front of the musicians, who 
began to play a plaintive Jula Muqam. Then the girl was invited to dance. As she stepped 
into the gathering, the meshrep leader removed her veil, and everyone shouted. From that 
moment on, her face would no longer be covered. Her hair, which her mother had 
previously combed into sixteen braids, was braided now in two. With the Jula Mugam, 
Asixan had joyfully bid farewell to her girlhood. In the forty-five years since, she and 
Paltaxun had experienced many meshreps, many weddings. But their thirst for song and 
dance had never been quenched. And so the old woman’s soul rejoiced each time the old 
man sang after their meal. 

Paltaxun flashed a glance over at the corn milk soup as it cooked and then 
launched into Jula Mugam. This soup, with its delicious chicken and corn milk fresh from 
the cob, was one of the old man’s favorites. Because of this, he sang Jula Mugqam even 
louder and more fervently than usual. The old woman looked at him with eyes full of 
tender affection and then laid a satin quilt out on the platform for them to sit. 

The old woman was content; soon her whole family would come together and 
enjoy the food that she had labored over. She walked inside the house and touched her 
son’s elbow as he lay reading a book. 


“Get up, my child, dinner is ready,” she whispered. 
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“Mugqam from morning to night!” he yelled in response. “All day long, always 


1? 


these songs!” He glared at his mother. “It’s jabbing at my ears, ya know! Eating at my 
brain!” 

“Ts it affecting your reading, my child?” she asked hopefully, mildly imploring. 
“Alright then, he won’t sing. He’s sung for forty-five years, and it’s made us happy. But, 
for you to be happy, it’1l be as you say: your father won’t sing!” 

“Like hell I won’t sing!” Paltaxun exclaimed as he stormed into the house. “If 
he’s happy when I don’t sing, then he can be happy when I’m dead. There’s no Dolan 
blood in his body!” 

“What!?” the son shouted back, “You just don’t understand the advanced culture 
of the world. You’ve got your old Dolan Muqam all tangled up with this new age. It’s 
like growing an ordinary old squash in a beautiful orchard!” 

“Are you still upset about this, my child?” asked his mother, stroking him with 
trembling hands. “Alright, let it be as you say. Your father won’t sing, and I’ll set aside 
my happiness. Be happy, my child!” 

Her willingness to give away her own happiness and comfort to her son, to take 
on severe hardship to give him just a minute of comfort, softened the young man’s heart. 
Though it was forced, he flashed a smile. But the old man could not hold back. 

“If you stay like this, you won’t be able to find yourself a wife until you’ve got a 
beard as long and scraggly as a bundle of hay! Do you understand? My wealth, my 


happiness, it’s all song and dance. A day without song, a day without dance, is worse 


than a noose around my neck! Are you trying to push me into an early grave, insulting 
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everything that makes you a Dolan?! If you’re truly my son, take all that squash nonsense 
and throw it in the Dolan River. Be a Dolan!” 

“Don’t do this to me! Cherish me!” the old woman implored as tears came to her 
eyes. “It’s not the child’s fault. They put that red band on his arm. They forced him to say 
‘this is old, that is old,’ made him hate dance and song. They ruined him.” 

The old man grabbed ahold of his beard and just stood there, not knowing what to 
do. However passionately he had loved his partner forty-five years ago, he loved her still 
just the same; he was powerless to go against her wishes. He walked out to the courtyard, 
and she invited him to sit down on the cushion. But their eyes were immediately on their 
son as he stood up, bent over his bicycle, and walked out of the courtyard. 

The old woman tried to stop him: “My son... I prepared chicken for you, I ground 
up fresh corn.” But he was already gone. “The boy hasn’t been feeling well these past 
three or four days. He’s been eating less and less,” she explained, wiping her tears away 
with her sleeves. “You hurt him for nothing!” 

“What do you mean not feeling well? He’s lovesick! He turned twenty-seven this 
year, and all the others his age have kids that are up to here already. Oh, this miserable 
fate. Remember all those girls in the village who used to cast their glances his way? They 
carried their buckets of water back from the well, and then they would all get tired all ofa 
sudden and stop right in front of our gate. Remember? It wasn’t just one or two. Girls as 
beautiful as gold would set down their buckets and look hopefully through our door. But 
this Kenji of yours would always complain. ‘This one dances. That one sings.’ Well, now 
that they’re wives with four children, they’re not looking his way anymore! If he’s not 


suffering, then who is! If I was in his place, I’d be dead already!” 
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“Enough.” Asixan stared at the ground as her spirit sank. “Why must we suffer 
such a cruel fate?” 

Several times already the moths had gotten to the calico in the chest, so they had 
had a new chest specially built to hold the valuable dower for their future in-laws. Each 
day the old woman would open it up and polish the jeweled earrings and bracelets. There 
was no one left in the neighborhood to whom she had not shown them. Each day she 
wound up the wristwatch and listened to it tick. Several times already they had 
slaughtered sheep that they had raised in the pen. There was nothing they could do. 
Several times they had hung printed carpets on the walls of that two-room house that 
faced the orchard, and several times they had removed them. Several times the old 
woman had laid out a pair of pomegranate blossom rugs, and several times she had taken 
them out to beat them. 

“T’m going to knock down those two rooms,” the old man said as he cheerlessly 
sipped his soup. “We’ve rebuilt that fence three times. It’s been ten years now that 
everyone’s been waiting for Paltaxun’s son’s wedding. How many old people have died 
without tasting the wedding feast? And now, when they count guests for new weddings, 
no one even includes us, my dear. I can’t stand it! Maybe I'll hold a mourning ceremony 
for the community instead—a prison is better than a home without celebration! I’ve 
treasured you to this day, my dear, but I just don’t see an end to this torment!” With this, 
he took a deep breath. 

“Perhaps we should send a matchmaker over to Asida. She’s quite beautiful, 


really a fine child,” Asixan suggested hopefully, half-pleading with the old man. 
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“No, no matchmaker to Asida,” he responded, gesturing over at the neighbor’s 
wall. “Three sisters there: each one more beautiful, finer than the last. And our neighbor 
cherishes each of them, ya know. Haven’t you said it yourself? But, according to your 
Kenji, one dances all night long just like a goat, one is a chatty magpie who never quits 
singing, and the other must be a hermaphrodite, because she plays rawap just like a man!” 

“Asida is even wilder,” she added, speaking the girl’s name with gusto. “This year 
she has taken to leaping from roof to roof. Just now I saw her walking back from the well 
with two buckets full of water. She had a song on her lips as she swayed her shoulders 
and danced her feet. I couldn’t help but chuckle. What do you think, who has Kenji fallen 
in love with, huh?” 

“He’s probably found a lover in a dream, just like Qemershah.” By the time he 
finishes the 360-year journey to bring his Shemshi Janan back from the city of demons, 
our bodies will have turned to dust, that dust will have been made into bricks, and even 
the house built of these bricks will have toppled over, my dear!” 


“Don’t talk like that!” the old woman snapped. 


They no longer had any appetite for the delicious soup. 


2 
Kenji left the house, but he didn’t know where to go. Pedaling just by habit, he 
soon atrived at the commune cultural center. He wanted to pass some time painting; he 
wanted to escape from his inner sadness. Mostly, he wanted to find a little shelter from 


the torment of that secret fire that blazed throughout his entire being. 


Qemershah and Shemshi Janan is a dastan, or epic poem. Like Perhat-Sherin, Gherip-Senem, and other 
famous dastan, it is an epic love story and a significant source of muqam lyrics. 
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Stepping in front of the easel, Kenji grabbed his brush and looked at the painting. 
In the midst of their celebration, all the members of the commune—all the people that he 
had painted—stared back at him. They seemed to be laughing at him, especially that 
beautiful young girl of seventeen or eighteen, whose flowered cap rested atop softly- 
braided hair. He started to see that she was laughing at him contemptuously. He dipped 
his brush in the white paint and lifted his hand to paint her face. She kept laughing. The 
brush shook as Kenji’s hand quivered. 

““Asida!” he whispered to the painting. “Why did I paint this like Asida? There are 
a hundred people in this painting, but you alone have form and life. What does this mean?” 
The answer was simple, but he had no interest in answering his own question. It was 
enough just to recall a little thing that had happened three days before, even though it was 


both bitter and sweet for Kenji... 


Not even three days had passed since M6minjan left his wife when he came to 
visit Kenji in his room. 

“Why did you leave your wife!?” Kenji exclaimed. 

“You want the truth?” 

“What else?” 

“Tn that case, listen. Now that I’m a technician, I’m earning a real good salary. 
Without me, nothing electrical in the whole commune would work. But my wife? She’s 
just an old maid I met at the lonely-hearts meshrep. As I listened to her stories while we 


danced and played the sash game, I guess I fell in love. But when I look at her now, she’s 
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just a burden. So I decided to divorce her, and now I’m out testing the waters again. I’ve 
got money, so I figure I can have whatever I want.” 

“Don’t you have any shame?” Kenji asked him angrily. “Acting like this... 
Doesn’t love mean anything to you?” 

“You fool,” Méminjan replied, flinging his long hair behind him, “Is love really 
something for a man? Love. Passion. Those are for the woman. The man’s job is just to 
choose. You watch. Within ten days, I'll get this neighbor of yours—Asida—into my 
hands. And when I do, they’ II all be talking. You want to know why? I’ll tell you. First, 
that girl is smart. Second, if you’ ll notice, she’s beautiful. Third, she earns a salary. 
Fourth...” 

“Enough! I became your friend because I thought you were human. What kind of 
a creature are you really?” 

M6minjan was shocked to see that Kenji’s face had turned pale. 

“Bah. You’re so touchy! It was just a joke. I was lying. Honestly, I’ve been in 
love with Asida for a long time now. You’ve got to find a way to get me into her house. 
She’s like a deer. Every time she sees me, she starts and bolts.” 

“Why?” 

“T can’t tear my eyes away from her!” 

After their conversation, Kenji found himself sizing up Asidé. M6minjan came by 
every day. Kenji was nervous: he did not want Asida to be defeated by this swindler. One 
day, he saw Asida splash M6minjan with water from her bucket. Driven by jealousy and 
an urge to protect her from Méminjan, he thought to himself, “If this guy can abandon his 


wife and then go talk to girls, why should I be intimidated? All I need to do is talk to her, 
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and Asida will definitely say yes. Come on, I'll give myself a little test. Can I still attract 
the girls? Of course!” 

All the boys and girls would gather and chat down by the well. As they held onto 
the waterwheel, they would catch fish for one another and express all their youthful 
desires. Kenji washed and preened himself neatly, then balanced a pole across his 
shoulders and headed out toward the well. When he saw Asida with her bucket, Kenji 
stood on the wellhead and watched her as she spun the waterwheel. 

“Asida, why is it that you wear a bracelet on one hand and a watch on the other?” 
he asked suddenly. The unexpected question from the haughty young man—who she 
encountered several times a day but might go months without speaking to—took her 
completely by surprise. 

“Oh, Kenji. So you’re sizing up girls now too, eh?” she asked, playfully flinging 
her hair behind her. 

“When I look at the bracelet, I think, ‘Maybe she’s a child.’ But then you also 
wear a watch, so doesn’t that make you look like an adult?” 

“When I look at how you spend your days, never going to movies or meshreps, I 
think, ‘Maybe he’s an old man.’ But then you go around noticing girls, so doesn’t that 
make you seem young?” 

“Don’t be so glib,” Kenji said, grabbing the girl’s arm, “Come over to the hedge 
in a little bit. I have something important to tell you. Will you come?” 

“Tell me some of it now,” she said, pulling back her arm. 


“OK. It starts like this: give up singing and dancing.” 
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“Yeah, right!” she said, slapping her thigh. “Well, thanks for not asking me to pull 
my eyes right out of their sockets for you. Ha ha ha! Go on. And then?” 

“You'll hear the rest over by the hedge.” 

Kenji went into the orchard and walked alongside the hedge of intertwined jujube 
trees, all the way down to the end. But Asidaé was nowhere to be seen. He stretched up 
and looked over the hedge toward the courtyard and the neighboring orchards: still no 
Asida. Kenji blazed with anger. She had made a fool out of him! Suddenly, an unripe 
pear fell out of the tree and landed right on his head. It was immediately followed by the 
melodious sound of a girl’s laughter. 

“Hey! Tell me!” she said, looking down from the branch where she sat. She 
appeared to his eyes like a faint moon hanging among the branches. “Give up singing and 
dancing, and then what?” 

“Come down. This is not the kind of thing that should be yelled.” 

“Say it,” said the girl, “The birds and I can listen together up here on the branch.” 

Kenji looked at the branch that hung by his head. 

“Tf the branch cracks and falls into the orchard, then the words won’t even 
matter... Asidé! There is a young man who has fallen in love with you. But he requests 
that you stop dancing and singing!” Kenji explained with arrogant bluntness. 

The girl laughed so loud that it seemed like the whole village could hear her. 

“IT know,” she said, furrowing her brow. “In this village there’s only one person 
who hates singing and dancing. You tell him this: since there’s nothing that gets him 


excited, the Dolan girls have started calling him ‘Buddha-idol’! Ha ha ha!” With this, the 
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girl leapt down from the branch and ran off. Kenji remained frozen where he stood. He 
had not anticipated this response. 

The next day a meeting was held for the commune’s Youth League, and after the 
meeting, there was a Dolan meshrep. Because Kenji was a Model Youth, it would not 
have been suitable for him to leave before the commune leaders, so he stayed. During the 
meshrep, M6minjan asked Asida to dance, and they danced with their eyes fixed upon 
one another. Yet M6minjan kept looking over at Kenji. In Kenji’s soul, a fire began to 
blaze. Before Kenji’s eyes that day, Asidé began to possess a beauty unlike any of her 
peers. With her beautiful movements and her sweet voice, she became something 
different entirely: a girl full of mystery. 

From that day on, Kenji could not find sleep. He ate little and had no interest in 
talking. He remained lost in his own thoughts. In the middle of the night, he would go out 
into the orchard and gaze over the hedge at Asida’s family’s orchard, courtyard, windows. 

He stared for a long time at the girl in his painting. With his brush, he added a 
touch of black in the place he had painted white, filling her temple with fine dark hairs to 
suit her beautiful ear. With its golden earring, her ear looked just like a beautiful flower 
bud peeking out from behind dense leaves. 

“Asida, no matter what I draw, if it’s of you, it’s always a work of art,” he thought. 
“If this painting gets published, I worry that too many people would want to come and 
see you.” As he hurried his brush across the easel, he chatted with Asida in his mind. He 
lost track of how long he had been working, but he quickly came to when he heard his 


father’s loud voice. 
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“T don’t care if you don’t eat,” Paltaxun shouted, “but if your mother doesn’t eat 
either... Let’s go! Cherish your mother, son! Come on, run and eat your food, and then 
you’re going to learn at Metya Rawap’s’ feet. He’s going to teach you to dance.” 

Kenji stood up. Dinnertime had passed, so other painters and visitors were starting 
to enter the cultural center. Fearful that his father might discover his secret right here in 
front of everyone, afraid that his father might realize that he had fallen in love, Kenji 
nervously walked outside. 

Looking out from behind his son, the old man grew happy: “Ah, youth! Love sure 


makes people crazy, eh?” 


3 

A week passed. Kenji’s temples ached; his eyes sank back into their sockets. He 
would go out into the fields in the mornings and not even return at lunch. At night he 
would quickly eat a few bites, then go to the cultural center to pass his time painting. As 
people passed by, offering both praise and advice, his ears took in both with cold 
indifference. 

When someone or other saw the girl’s picture and remarked, “You’ve made it 
look exactly like Asida,” Kenji just lifted his head, smiled, and said, “Aren’t there 
beautiful girls besides Asida?” 

“Oh yeah, this painting of yours will most certainly be selected for the 


‘international exhibition of farm artwork’! Come on, there are things to enjoy in this 


> Nicknames are important part of Uyghur culture. Since Metya is particularly skilled at playing the rawap, 
one of the instruments used in Dolan Muqam, the instrument has become part of the name by which he is 
known. 
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world besides painting. Let’s go clear your head!” The short, well-built young man 
grabbed him by the arm and pulled him outside. 

“Metya! Oh, you grate on my nerves!” Kenji said as he shook him off. “Whenever 
I see you, my blood just boils. You make me bristle!” 

“I’m not too happy to see you either. But, your father and mother have made a 
request, and I must do my best to meet their expectations. So, I have resolved to make 
you Dolan again!” 

“T’m Dolan even without you!” Kenji said as he tried to shake his hands free. “If 
my feet so much as touch the ground you’ve walked on, Metya, I wash my legs. Enough! 
You’ve soiled my hands, don’t stand so close to me!” 

Metya’s hands shook involuntarily. How many times had he heard Kenji call him 
a “disseminator of vulgar music” or a “feudal propagandist” as he was being paraded 
down the street, or in the large meetings and the discussions called by the militia 
commander? Even in the reports Kenji gave to local youths after returning from theory 
classes in Urumqi, Kenji had said Metya was completely useless. In his labor, study, 
morals, even in his mannerisms, Metya was displayed as an example of those who had 
fallen out of line. Only in the past year had Metya finally escaped from Kenji’s blame. 
Today, he had to hear it all again. 

Metya swallowed his pain and smiled. “Oh, my dear Paltaxun, I’m regretting that 
I ever became your friend. Why do I always let myself forget you have such a child? Huh? 


Let’s show some respect to my mentor, Paltaxun. Come on, I'll help you clear your head!” 
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Metya’s pincer-like hands grasped Kenji’s arm. Paying no attention to Kenji’s 
groans and resistance, Metya pulled him out of the cultural center and into the orchard, 
where they squatted beneath a pear tree. 

“What are you trying to do?” 

“I’m going to return you to the ranks of the Dolan youths.” 

“How?” 

“By teaching you to dance!” 

Kenji leapt to his feet. “What? You ’ll teach me? Know this, Metya. When you 
step on the ground, I won’t let a speck of dust from your footprints land on my body. 
Who are you? A notorious slacker! When someone so much as snores, you start dancing! 
What could I possibly learn from you?” 

“What you’ve said is correct, my young friend. For thirty-three years, I was lazy 
and negligent, I ran away from labor to dance, sing, and play the dap. But know this. By 
keeping song and dance as my friends, I’Il live another thirty-three years. When I die, 
people from all across the ten neighborhoods will attend my memorial service. When that 
happens, child, you will slap that mouth of yours for ever swearing at Metya!” 

These words that came straight from Metya’s heart made an impression on Kenji, 
so he sat back down next to him. It went without saying that all Metya had was this 
singing and dancing, but they kept his other faults hidden. 

“Metya, will you continue to be a slacker? Won’t you rectify your mistakes?” 

“If we’re speaking of rectifying mistakes, I have no more work to do than you, 
my friend. You’re the only one left who still calls me a slacker, who still says ‘a life 


without labor is a life without joy.” My shortcomings are overcome by my strengths,” 
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Metya responded, slapping Kenji’s shoulder. “But what about your shortcomings? Sure, 
your labor is top-quality, you don’t flirt with the girls, you don’t lie, you have a talent for 
painting, you work proactively, you’re good with your hands, you love your father and 
mother, and you take your studies seriously. But all these, and whatever other good 
qualities you have, still can’t conceal your faults. You know why? Because you have 
forfeited the greatest moral quality of a Dolan youth! You insult art and culture like a 
savage! This is why the girls don’t like you. This is why I don’t like you either. And now, 
even your parents have begun to hate you!” 

Kenji hung his head. Asida’s laughter—‘The girls call you ‘Buddha-idol’! Ha ha 
ha!”—and his father’s words—‘“There’s no Dolan blood in your body!”—howled in his 
ears. 

Kenji returned home in the middle of the night and tiptoed toward his room. But 
his mother and father were lying outside on the platform under the grape trestle, and they 
noticed him all the same. 

“You’ve come back, my son,” his loving mother greeted him with a gentle yawn. 

“Metya came several times looking for you,” Paltaxun complained drowsily, as he 
turned himself toward the wall. “It’s not as if he’s inviting you to gamble; why are you 
being so stubborn, son?!” 

Kenji didn’t go into his room, but instead slowly opened the gate and walked into 
the orchard, the back of which was adjacent to the larger work-team orchard. Kenji 
walked to the corner where the work-team orchard, Asida’s family’s orchard, and his 
own family’s orchard all met, and then squatted beneath a fig tree. He looked over at his 


neighbor’s orchard and let out a deep sigh as he began to mutter to himself. “Asida, 
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yesterday you were standing here chatting with M6minjan. You even laughed out loud. 
Did you do that to jab at my soul, or...?” 

There was a buzzing in Kenji’s head, and his vision blurred. He thought only of 
escaping from all his beautiful dreams. For several days now, whether he was working in 
the cotton fields, painting, or sitting alone lost in his thoughts, he thought only about the 
beautiful words he would speak with Asida, the things they would do together in the 
future... In short, he was thinking about everything that could be considered part of their 
sweet life together. He was thinking about it all over and over again. Lost in these dreams, 
he had driven away both his mother’s peace and his father’s happiness. 

“My son! My son!” came his mother’s voice. 

“He went over to the work-unit orchard,” his father yawned. 

“Tf our child has fallen in love, he’s fallen in love with Asida,” his mother said 
with a tremble in her voice. “He’s fallen hard, Father.” 

“Well, girls do fall harder, Asixan...” 

“Don’t talk like that!” 

“If he does love Asida...” he added, quickly growing happy, “That’s a good thing! 
Let him dance, let him be wild. Then Asidaé wouldn’t reject him. But your Kenji can’t do 
that. Asida won’t be interested in him.” Paltaxun let out a deep sigh. 

“Maybe she likes him... Maybe they’re in love...” she sobbed. 

Hearing their words, Kenji wanted to sink into the earth. “Well, what’s wrong 
with it?” he thought. “If it’s to rescue my father and mother, even myself, from suffering, 
then what’s wrong with learning to dance from Metya Rawap?” So as not to give himself 


away, he walked down in the irrigation ditch as he headed toward the work-team orchard. 
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4 

Like the skilled horseman who tames the wild stallion, like the long-suffering 
youth who finally gets the unattainable girl, Metya Rawap saw the fruits of his diligence 
and patience. In the evening, Kenji came calling with liquor, baked dumplings, and 
nectarines. 

“If dancing will get Asida to marry me, I'll learn. Even if it takes all I’ve got, I'll 
learn,” said Kenji, blinking his sunken eyes. “Metya, my patience has run out. It’s been 
three days and nights. I can’t sleep. I can’t swallow anything but cold water. My mother 
is also wasting away, just like me. And seeing my mother like that is wearing my father 
down. There was another meshrep yesterday, and the girl who put me into this state, 
perhaps just to make my life difficult, was dancing with Méminjan. They enjoyed 
themselves; they stared straight into each other’s eyes. It was as though my heart was 
being pierced by countless blades. Metya, I'll do whatever you say. Teach me to dance, 
but don’t say a word to anyone. Just as the ripened apple falls from the branch all on its 
own, when the time comes I’Il leap onto the dance floor myself!” 

As he filled a bowl with liquor, Metya stroked his thin mustache and laughed. 
Looking at Kenji’s agonized expression, he said, “You’re forcing yourself to do 
something you don’t enjoy doing. And for me, it’s like trying to feed yoghurt to a doll. 
But when your intentions are correct, if you shake even a withered branch, fruit will fall 
into your hand, my friend. Come on, let’s start then. Metya raises one to your father’s 
health. To Paltaxun! Cheers!” 

Metya drank the liquor, ate a dumpling, then took Kenji to the bank of the 


orchard’s tiny pond and picked up a dap. 
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“Now, let’s start Sim Bayawan,” he said. Kneeling, he set into the mugeddime as 
loudly as he could. 

I have a lover named Ayxan, 
She’s pretty as the moon. 

The dress she wears is efles silk, 
It’s lined with coral buttons. 

After he finished the muqeddime, he steadily started to dance. His short legs 
expertly struck the earth with a rhythmic beat. After repeating a single motion again and 
again, he grabbed Kenji’s arm and led him to step in the footprints he had left behind. 
Deep down, Kenji felt humiliated. Ever since he had become a young man, he had always 
hated song and dance. He had begun to believe that these motions, these songs, were not 
art; they were an affront. After he completed his first year of secondary school in 1966, 
no matter what book he had studied, none had mentioned this kind of “art.’”’ When he was 
named to the People’s Militia and the Educated Youth, when he was called a “model of 
active study and application,” and when he took theory courses in the county, in the 
prefecture, and even in Urumqi, when would it ever have been said that this kind of 
Dolan dance was “beneficial for the revolution’? It was also true that Kenji had studied 
quite a bit of art theory, and in the theory he had studied, his father’s muqams had never 
qualified as art. His father’s fervent defense of the old things and, on top of that, the fact 
that some things that he had regarded as unsavory were beginning to reemerge again... he 
had no idea how to respond to all this. Most importantly, if he did not know how to dance, 
he could never catch Asida’s eye. “Metya,” he thought, “I never thought I would ever 


need your help. But look now. Life certainly is strange.” Holding his head, he sat back 
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down at the edge of the pond. Metya never looked back; he just continued to dance 
without ever stopping. He was completely unaware that Kenji had sat down. 

As Kenji watched the dancing man with contempt, he recalled all the times they 
had encountered one another in the past. 

In the fall of 1966, Kenji had returned from Urumai. As he arrived back in the 
village, he saw a man being paraded through the streets with the words “Feudal 
Propagandist” stuck to his chest and a tall cylindrical hat placed on his head. That night, 
the propagandist, still caked in dirt, arrived at Kenji’s home. Kenji detested him. 

“What do you want?” Kenji glared at him. 

“Come in, Metya,” said Paltaxun, scowling at Kenji. “Come in, I have some food 
for you. Come in!” 

Kenji was not pleased with his father. This man had been named a feudal 
propagandist: he should not be allowed over their threshold. He thought, “Father is 
showing him kindness out of ignorance.” 

When his father was alone, Kenji confronted him. “So I see you can just mix 
together with all the things that society has cast aside. That one’s a slacker!” 

The father told his fifteen-year-old son, “If he’s a criminal for singing, dancing, 
and playing instruments, then I’m a criminal too, and you’re a criminal’s son. You know 
why? It doesn’t matter if it is a crime; a day without song and dance is crueler than a day 
without food.” Even though he had no sympathy for Metya that day, Kenji let him stay 
the night for his father’s sake. In 1971, after he was named a member of the Advanced 
Militia, the Youth League, and the Educated Youth, Kenji visited various communes to 


report. In a distant commune, he saw Metya again; Metya looked ragged and leaned on a 
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crutch. Seeing Kenji, Metya shouted, “Send my greetings to your father. Metya is still 
alive!” But, scared that someone might see that Metya had been talking to him, Kenji 
immediately found a place to hide. 

That same day, the county propaganda team put on an event. But people started to 
disperse before it was even halfway through. Even if the militia had barred their way with 
guns, they could not have been stopped. Suddenly, Metya appeared with his rawap. 

“Play something, Metya! Now this is art!” The cheers came from all around as 
Metya sang a new folk song that he had written himself and inserted into a Dolan mugqam. 
As he played, the people burst into cheers and circled all around him. Soon, they had 
formed into a meshrep and set to dancing. People came from every house, from all 
directions, until the courtyard could no longer fit them all. But then, members of the 
armed militia suddenly appeared and tied Metya up. 

“He was singing a vulgar song that promoted feudalism!” a soldier proclaimed. 

“His song was praising the commune!” a farmer answered in Metya’s defense. 

“The sound was vulgar!” the same young soldier replied arrogantly. “His song 
was praising feudalism!” 

Kenji agreed with the soldier’s words from the bottom of his heart. The education 
that had been absorbed by his loyal but naive soul had by now become a great force 
opposed to everything old. The strength of this force was such that it made him see even 
those wearing long traditional robes as ugly and detestable. Kenji wanted to speak, but 
solely out of respect for his father, he did not openly slander Metya. 


Later, after Metya was arrested, Kenji overheard many complaints. 


45 


“They locked him up for a year as a counterrevolutionary, and then they beat his 
legs! And for what? Singing a song and playing an instrument? Are these really such 
serious crimes?” 

“Shall we just sew our mouths shut then? Should we let them prohibit the dances 
passed down by our forefathers?” 

Kenji lifted his head out of his dreams and looked over at Metya. Metya was still 
dancing. He was dripping with sweat and filled with joy. 

“|, 2. 3. Ha! Here, during the chékitme, after three steps, we look at each other. 
Then, step. Ha! First, the chékitme... I drew it out here. Come on now. Step. Yeah! Left 
foot first.” 

“Well, I won’t be going up on a stage to perform after all, so I'll just study a little 
bit,” Kenji said as he pulled his hand back from Metya’s grasp. 

“What'd you say? You just want to study a little from Metya?! Paltaxun is the 
greatest dancer of all the Dolans. If I don’t teach you enough to make you his equal, how 
will I ever be able to face him? Come on. Bring your feet and step in this spot I drew here! 
I'll teach you: one week for chékitme, one week for senem, one week for selige, and ten 
days for sérilma. Your feet didn’t step on time. Step again. Ha! Stretch your arms wide. 
Push your chest forward. Now look at your partner with a smile...” 

Metya grabbed Kenji’s hands and led him back and forth. He bent his knees, 
poked his forehead. Kenji’s legs grew tired, his whole body dripped with sweat. But he 
was a strong-willed young man, so he clenched his teeth and did as Metya said. 

When it was nearly the light of dawn, Metya put his hands on Kenji’s shoulders 


and told him, “You’ve only just tried dancing, but your feet have come a long way. But 
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your motions are still a little rough. You need to make fine, smooth movements. When 
you go down to dance, the whole Dolan community will be amazed. I want everyone who 
sees it to say, ‘Even when Paltaxun dies, the dance will not die after all!’ If I can’t make 
you dance like that, then I don’t deserve to be called Metya! We’ll meet here again in the 
morning, alright!” 

By morning, Kenji had regained his appetite. Watching him eat, Paltaxun and 


Asixan looked at each other and smiled. 


5 

Life is like that. Sometimes, when you least expect it, happiness and sorrow 
suddenly appear. 

When Asixan first heard her son singing in the orchard, she could not believe her 
ears. She lifted her head from the furrow and looked over at her husband. Indeed, as her 
son Kenji stared at the half-completed painting leaning against the tree, he was truly 
singing. The old woman shook her head and laughed to herself. But she still did not know 
what it was that had made her son so happy. The day before, she had heard that one of his 
paintings had been chosen to be exhibited in Beijing. Was this his reason for happiness? 
It was also said that their experimental wheat field had been especially productive, 
yielding 840 jin of wheat per mu. Could he be happy because they might win a prize? But 
if he were singing because of a prize... Well, he received awards every year, he was 
praised every year, but he had never sung then, after all. And even if he did, he would 


sing “Three Rules of Discipline and Eight Points for Attention” or “The Internationale.” 
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On the days when he was especially happy, he might sing the songs of Li Yuhe.* But he 
had never before sung a Dolan Muqam the way he did today. 

Crow, my hen; crow, my hen, 

Wake my lover from her sleep. 

I'll bite and nibble at her lips, 

From her bed let her leap! 

What was going on with him? “Perhaps he’s been seized by bottomless dreams,” 
she thought. 

Suddenly Asixan felt as though a bucket of cold water had been poured over her 
head. She leapt up without even thinking and whispered to herself, “Should I prepare an 
incense of apple seed, juniper wood, and lamb oil?” As she stood there completely vexed, 
her son laughed loudly to himself and waved his brush in the air. He stepped his feet in 
the rhythm of the senem. He smiled at the tree and danced. Frightened, his mother 
grabbed her collar and whispered a prayer. Kenji flung out his arms as he launched into 
the selige. Suddenly, from the neighbor’s orchard, they could hear a girl erupt into 
laughter. This unexpected burst of resonating laughter—like the sound of a pheasant 
suddenly flying out of the bushes with a frightened cluck—startled Asixan even more. As 
her head started to spin, she leaned against a young pear sapling for support. 

“Oh, hell!” Kenji’s face turned red as a ripe pomegranate. He stretched to look 
over the hedge, but the girl’s laughter was already growing distant. The dread that had 


just gripped Asixan’s body and shaken her soul was quickly replaced by an intoxicating 


* All have strong communist messages. Li Yuhe is the protagonist of a series of Cultural Revolution-era 
operas praising communism. “Three Rules of Discipline and Eight Points for Attention” is a song adapted 
from Chairman Mao’s discourse. “The Internationale” is a global communist anthem. 
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joy that gently rocked her with excitement. “You will make a good couple with my son, 
Asida,” she whispered. “May I not jinx it: there seems to be some heat now between the 
children.” She abandoned the plot she had been hoeing and hurried over toward her 
neighbor’s house to share her happiness with Asida’s mother. 

Another ten days passed. As Asixan listened to her son singing in the orchard at 
night, she whispered her happiness to Paltaxun as he lay beside her: “The boy has an eye 
for Asida. It’s because of her that he’s started singing and dancing. When he carries the 
shoulder pole to go get water, his feet and shoulders are continuously moving in the 
rhythm of senem...” 

“Even when he’s on his bicycle, he’s dancing,” added Paltaxun. “If he’s serious 
about studying Dolan dance, it’s enough. Still, whenever he’s dancing or singing, his 
whole body wiggles.” 

“Be nice!” 

“Tf nothing else, at least let it become an addiction for him as it is for me. If the 
Dolan youths don’t know the Dolan dance, it’s agony for us...”» Whatever else he was 
going to say, he was cut off by the song suddenly coming from the orchard. 

My lover comes, bouquet in hand, 
The world narrows down to me. 
Dearer still than my own life, 
This dainty blossom is to me. 
“Hm!” Paltaxun looked out at the moon that laughed between white clouds. 


“Asixan, how many people should we invite to your son’s wedding?” 
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These days brought wealth to the countryside. They brought color to the orchards, 
gifts to the fields, happiness to the people. The days passed quickly. The Mekit fields 
gave gifts of cotton and grains, the orchards gave quality fruits, and everyone’s life was 
filled with the pleasure of joyful weddings and grand celebrations. The tablecloth of 
hospitality was spread wide; the season of song and dance had arrived. 

“Get ready, Asixan! It’s no mistake. Put on that silver necklace that cost as much 
as a horse. There’s going to be a celebration tomorrow!” 

“Whose is it?” 

“The work team!” Paltaxun shouted victoriously. “Our work team was top in the 
whole county in cotton and grain sales, so we’ve received many awards. To celebrate, 
we’re going to throw a big celebration. They say that delegates from across the whole 
county will be coming to this meshrep!” 

“Oh no!” she exclaimed. “Kenji isn’t here! If only he were here, he could 


unburden his heart.” 


6 
But Kenji was far from the village. He was at the bank of the Dolan River laying 
stones for a new canal. As the leader of the strike force, he was given the task of looking 
after the work and the lives of the twenty-four young men under his control. Right now, 
they were all arguing with one another, hoping to find a way to get back in time for the 
meshrep. 
“‘Whatever’s left undone, we’ll finish it later!” said one young man, flinging a 


stone to the ground. “You, Kenji, you get a headache just hearing about a meshrep! How 
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could you understand what we’re feeling? We apparently didn’t think about this 
shortcoming of yours when you were selected as group leader. Even so, comrades, who 
thinks we should remove Kenji from leadership? I raise my hand. If we don’t do this, 
we'll miss out on the meshrep.” 

“If we just work hard for six more hours, our task will be finished,” said another 
young man, calculating the time. “After six hours, it will be nine o’clock, Beijing time. If 
we set off at nine, then forty-seven kilometers will take...” 

“If we go on foot, we'll be walking for ten hours. By then it’ Il be too late. It’d be 
like playing your drum after the muqam, eating your cornbread after your yoghurt.” 

“If we could take a tractor... Then if we got there at eleven, even if it was just the 
last dance, we’d still make it in time for something.” 

“No matter what, we can’t leave without finishing our task,” said Kenji at last, 
lifting his head from his work. “They told us two days ago that there would be a meshrep 
tonight. There’s no sense of responsibility in this group! It’s our own fault that we won’t 
make it back in time.” 

“Our fault, Kenji?” the young man responded angrily, the same one who had 
raised his hand to remove Kenji as leader. “They didn’t bring the stones on time! 
Otherwise it would have been finished this morning. They interfered with the meshrep, so 
let them finish what’s left. I’m going now. IfI ride hard for three hours, Ill make it in 
time!” 

With that, he climbed up the bank. “Those with bicycles, let’s go!” said another, 


also climbing up the bank. 
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“You, Kenji, don’t be angry with us,” shouted the first one. “If we don’t get at 
least one dance at such a big event, what joy is there left in this life? Besides you, all 
twenty-three of us have wives. If twenty-three young women are all anxiously watching 
the road for us, and since we also happen to be the best dancers, how can we let such a 
little thing as this ruin such a great meshrep? Let’s go, let’s all go. Let’s say it’s finished 
and leave. Whatever’s left we’ll finish tomorrow afternoon!” 

As they walked away, several of the young men whipped the donkeys and cows, 
which proceeded to kick up a cloud of dust. Their leader, M6minjan, sat up on his bike. 
“We’re leaving now. Hey stonelayers, we’ll all be dancing with your wives tonight! 
Don’t get upset then. Ha!” he shouted, kicking up dirt as he set off. 

“Stop, you derelicts!” the young man from before shouted indignantly. “It’s your 
fault we didn’t finish the stones in time. Yesterday you made us waste half the day. Since 
then, we...” 

But they didn’t even turn their heads. The remaining youths continued to grumble 
about what Mominjan said. Ten or so had rushed off on their bicycles planning to leave 
the rest for later. Kenji had his bicycle there as well. He also wanted to leave, but he was 
not the type of person to lie, to pretend that they had finished their work when they had 
not. Besides, he still had to look the work unit leaders in the face. But if he did not make 
it to the meshrep, he knew that M6minjan would certainly ask Asida to dance. And all 
those dances he had been learning for a month and a half just to attract Asida’s attention? 
When would he finally have a chance to use them? At that moment, he knew Metya was 


anxiously waiting for him. 
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As several more young men prepared to leave, another group stared at Kenji in 
anticipation. Kenji looked back at them and said, “Comrades, I too would like to leave. 
But we still need to work seriously for six more hours to complete our task. After we 
finish and leave, the meshrep will have already dispersed... But I can’t lie! We won’t 
return without finishing! Yet, I am too weak to stop those who still want to leave.” 

Having finished, he bent back down to his work. A few others returned back 
down from the bank, but several more hopped on their bicycles and set off with a whoosh 


after M6minjan. 
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In the village, the poplar field was lit up as bright as day. Moths circled around 
each bulb that hung from the basketball hoop and tree branches. Under the light of the 
bulbs, smiles and joy filled the many faces. Children ran to and fro, elders in beautiful 
long robes and jackets greeted one another with warmth and joy. Groups of women and 
girls in brightly-colored outfits hurried toward the open square. 

“You wore a real necklace!” said Asixan’s neighbor—that is, Asida’s mother— 
gesturing at her silver necklace. 


“If I hadn’t, this one would’ve been upset!” said Asixan. “He forced me to wear 


“Will you be dancing?” 
“Can you imagine Paltaxun not asking me to dance?” answered Asixan playfully. 
‘“‘When has he ever not taken me to a meshrep?” 


“T will be too. My daughter wouldn’t hear of me not dancing.” 
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At this point, Asida ran over to them and grabbed their hands. She wore an efles 
silk dress and had flowers pinned in her braided hair. 

“Come on, they’ ve laid out carpets and cushions for the elders. Let me get you 
settled,” she said anxiously. Asixan took a deep breath and whispered to herself, “Dear 
me, child. Kenji’s not here. If only he were, my heart would be full.” 

“Oh, my dear neighbor! Even if your son were here, he would have run away 
from a meshrep like this! Don’t worry. Paltaxun will make you forget that your son isn’t 
here. See, over there, he’s dancing the senem even without music.” 

“They’re taking pictures!” some children shouted as they ran toward Paltaxun, 
who was dancing cheerfully as someone photographed him. Asixan kneeled with the 
others on the carpets, as the square had completely filled with people. Various fruits and 
melons had been lined up on the tables in front of them, but the meshrep still had not 
started. Asixan turned her ear to listen in on the conversation carrying on behind her. 

“Why isn’t it starting?” 

“Apparently they’re waiting for Metya Rawap.” 

“Where’d he go?” 

“He took a car out to get the youths who’ve been laying stones for the canal.” 

“What a fascinating fellow! In the past, any labor would give him a headache. But 
this past year he’s been spending a lot of time with people doing hard labor.” 

Asixan was suddenly elated. She poked Asida’s mother in her side: “Just you 
watch, neighbor, my child Kenji is going to ask your daughter to dance tonight!” 

“If your son actually did that, with God as my witness, I would make sure Asida 


agreed to marry him tomorrow. Ha ha ha!” 
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By this time, Kenji’s task had been completed. He sat looking toward the distant 
village, lost in a daze. Though exhausted from working well into the evening, the dozen 
young men left out here in the desert were not sleepy. They were distressed, spiritless, 
lacking even the desire to chat with one another. 

“Tf only we had a tractor, we could be there in an hour. Oh, why must we be so 
backward?” 

“If we had things like tractors, we wouldn’t have had to bend over to lay out these 
stones by hand, or even dig the canal with spades, ya know?” 

“Without me there, my wife is definitely crying, ya know. Without me, she can’t 
dance. If she can’t dance, she sobs...” 

“You said you met her at a lonely-hearts meshrep, right? How wonderful.” 

“Only Kenji doesn’t have someone looking out to the road and waiting for him. 
Not only that, he has no love for meshrep. Out of all of us here, only one person is not 
broken-hearted, ya know.” Kenji had no desire to hear this. In truth, he was the most 
broken-hearted of all. His entire soul was engulfed in flames; he was as anxious as an 
innocent man walking into prison. Kenji stood up and glanced toward the village. From 
somewhere over in that direction, he seemed to hear a tree cracking. But he saw nothing. 
By now the meshrep had certainly started. He could see Méminjan running toward Asida 
in all her radiant beauty. He could see them stare at one another as they danced, as they 
started the senem, as Asida’s long hair brushed against M6minjan’s face. Kenji jumped 
up from where he sat and stamped his feet with all the intensity of a bull just stung by a 


bee. 
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“A car! A car!” one of them shouted. After that, they all shouted, “A car! A car’s 


(>? 


come to get us!” Everyone ran toward the car. Behind them, Kenji ran as fast as he could. 
“Get in! Quickly, get in the car!” yelled Metya, stretching his head out the 
window. “Even if everyone else forgot you, I didn’t. Why, you ask? Because each of you 
would give your life for the dance. A meshrep without people like you is as bland as soup 
without salt. Have you all not met Metya? I’m not Slacker Metya anymore. Now I’m 


Laborer Metya! I brought a car to get you so that all of you, all the ones who do the hard 


work, can enjoy the heart of the meshrep.” 


By now, Asixan’s hopes had been dashed: a man in a black leather hat had started 
the muqgeddime. On the loudspeaker, it had been announced that he was a musician from 
the county seat. And now the muqeddime had ended and the beautiful sounds of the galun, 
the ghijek, the Dolan rawap, invited the people to dance. First into the square was 
Paltaxun. Asixan scolded him under her breath, “Even though your son is lonely, 
wretched, and poor out in the desert, still you enjoy yourself! Now you just see what 
happens if you ask me to dance.” 

But her anger was hollow. Paltaxun cleverly made his way over, got down on one 
knee and asked her to dance. She stood up from her seat, suddenly just as happy as she 
had been at her own wedding. She danced, fanning her wide ef¢/es silk dress, looking only 
at the old man. When she finally looked away to see who was watching them, she found 
that the square was full of dancers. Old men and women, young men and women, boys 


and girls: they all danced in groups. The music turned to the selige, and the whole square 
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filled with dancing circles. As they arrived at sérilma, Asixan looked at the old man, and 
they walked out of the square. 
In this place of happiness, Asixan again became depressed. It was such a 


wonderful event, but her son Kenji was not there. 
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Asixan suddenly heard Metya’s familiar voice on the loudspeaker as he began to 
shout Jula Mugam. As the mugeddime ended, a well-dressed young man hurried over to 
Asida—who looked ready to take off in flight as she waited anxiously for an invitation— 
and asked her to dance. Surprised, the girl jumped back. Laughs erupted across the field, 
but Metya raised his voice even higher as he sang. 

Is this the branch from an apple tree, 
Perhaps a quince or some other? 

My hands will not perform their craft, 
For they dream only of my lover. 

Asixan stood and watched. Not just Asixan, everyone on the field stood and 
watched. Turning red as a pomegranate, Asida covered her face with her palms, then 
suddenly and delicately stepped onto the field. The young man was dancing the chékitme 
with a kind of fine, beautiful motion that had never been seen among the men here before. 
As the village’s most renowned female dancer, Asida followed the young man’s beautiful 
motions with her own display of fine, delicate technique. Each time the two youths 


looked at one another, a fire of pleasure and thirst sparkled in their eyes. 


57 


“Look at this wonder,” said Asida’s mother as she grabbed her collar. “How has 
your son squeezed so much talent inside himself?” 

“My son,” Asixan exclaimed, as she rose slightly from her seat with excitement. 
“Look. Look at Asida. Get your fill!” 

“Stand up, Asixan!” Paltaxun instructed as he bowed enthusiastically. “I’ve never 
in my life witnessed a meshrep as joyful as this one. Look! With his feet and his hands, 
our Kenji so deftly imitates his father.” 

They circled around their son and danced the chékitme, but Kenji never even 
noticed them. For Kenji was even more excited than they were. Each time he spun around 
and looked at the girl—the girl who was slender as a twig—her silky waist, her playful 
black eyes, her full adorable lips, her chest that rose gently beneath her ef/es silk dress 
each time they looked at each other... He felt that every part of her was beautiful and 
wonderful. Even in all the time he spent dreaming about Asida, the girl in his mind had 
never been as beautiful as this. The girl dancing before him began to appear not as the 
neighbor girl Asida, but perhaps as one of a pair of lovers in a folk tale, the kind of 
beauty that leads heroes to sacrifice their own lives. He thanked the Dolan dance from the 
depths of his soul for giving him this opportunity to see the girl so completely. His 
respect for his forefathers—the ones who had invented these dances that displayed the 
girl’s beauty—suddenly grew. The dances that showed Asida to be so beautiful were, of 
course, also making Kenji appear equally beautiful to others. These souls that faced one 
another became intoxicated with delight and excitement, and everyone watched the 
youthful couple. After Kenji moved on to the senem, he became even more comfortable; 


the girl’s soft hair brushed against his neck and shoulders. As they spun, their shoulders 
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rubbed against each other. And now, as though drifting to sleep in a state of beautiful 
peace, he shut his eyes. A comforting sensation that he had never experienced before in 
his entire life now caused his whole body to shake... Was it the rhythmic beat of the dap 
as it joined together with Metya’s soothing song and the music of the galun, the ghijek, 
and the Dolan rawap? No. It wasn’t a sound. He had discovered the force that drove 
everyone on the field to joy, the force that caused the entire field to vibrate. Before this 
day, he had never before felt this force—not in any place, not from any musical 
instruments. He regretted the past ten years of his life. His prime, his years of rich 
emotion had passed him by as he remained always staunchly opposed to beauty. But even 
regret could not restore his past. He needed to treasure everything that was yet to come... 
With these thoughts, Kenji finished the selige as well. But he had no desire to 
leave the field. Now the séri/ma began. He danced as Metya had taught him, spinning 
quickly and gracefully. Every time the girl spun around and looked at him, he 
remembered to greet her with his most delicate, beautiful motions. They spun so quickly 
and gracefully, like a pair of butterflies fluttering among a bed of flowers. Now the dance 
reached its climax. On the field, only the most skilled dancers were spinning in pairs. The 
entire field was filled with energy and passion. From every direction, they heard the calls: 
Great! Wonderful! Wow! But Kenji was focused on displaying the finest form of the 
sérilma dance. He did not even notice that only he and Asida now remained on the field. 
He had no sense of what was happening or of what others were saying. The young couple 
that danced the séri/ma so beautifully, so artistically, had aroused and inspired everyone. 
Even though the final muqam had been sung and the final dance had come to an end, 


Metya alone kept the two youths from leaving the floor as he continued to beat his dap. 
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Over the loudspeaker, a voice announced, “The meshrep is finished.” But the people did 
not disperse. 

Brimming with excitement, Paltaxun stepped back onto the field and raised his 
hands high in the air. “Our thirst has not yet been quenched,” Paltaxun declared. “The 
Dolan youths have not had their fill. Please allow me to call for another meshrep 
tomorrow night. I invite everyone from the ten neighborhoods for a meshrep in my name. 
Let each neighborhood appoint a meshrep leader, and I will give one sheep to each. 
Tomorrow, we will truly quench our thirst for dance. The Dolan youths especially will 


have their fill.” All across the field, a great applause greeted him in response. 


1979, Mekit 
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7. Glossary of Foreign Terms 


chékitme 
dap 

etles 

ghijek 

jin 

Jula Mugam 
meshrep 

mu 


muqam 


mugeddime 
galun 
rawap 
selige 
senem 


sérilma 


The second section of a muqam, danced in pairs. 

Frame drum used in Dolan Muqam, including by the lead singer. 
Patterned silk popular among Uyghurs. 

Spike fiddle used in Dolan Mugqam. 

Chinese unit of measurement, approximately 1.1 pounds. 

One of the Dolan muqams. 

A communal gathering that includes singing, dancing, and games. 
Chinese unit of area, approximately 1/6 acre. 

A musical suite consisting of five parts—four of which are danced—and 
performed by several singers accompanied by dap, galun, rawap, and 
ghijek. 

The first section of a muqam, which is unmetered and not danced. 
Zither used in Dolan Muqam. 

Plucked lute used in Dolan Muqam. 

The fourth section of a muqam, danced as a group in a large circle. 
The third section of a muqam, danced in pairs. 


The fifth and final section of a muqam; each dancer individually spins. 


Sim Bayawan A Dolan mugam, along with Bom Bayawan, Xudek Bayawan, and others. 


For a full pronunciation guide, please consult the Uyghur Latin Alphabet at 


www.uyghurdictionary.org or on Wikipedia. 
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